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The history of the Gothic has dictated to the reader that what is deemed “monstrous” is
fundamentally “Other.” The fictive monster functions as a reminder of social groups that exist
on the margins of society, whom, to many observers, are viewed as the “graphic smear” or the
“Other,” a distortion that interrupts the normative progression of the homogenous space. The
literary antihero instructs its audience on how societal and cultural norms force a deprecated
identity, whether it be the ethnic, gendered or foreign Other, to be seen only as an ambiguous
disturbance to the status quo. In Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley’s Frankenstein, or the Modern
Prometheus, the Creature essentially represents fear of the “Other” as her infamous novel
develops a perspective on patterns of subjectivity and ostracisation that become personified in
the encounter with transgressive identities. A universal preoccupation with labelling the Other
as monster has engendered a plethora of inconsistent meanings of the term. A prescribed view
of the monster is programmed into the mind of the reader where “corrupted language facilitates
an implosion of the grammars of alterity” (Baumann and Gingrich 144). The monster can be
seen to act as a metaphor for those who transcend the limits of acceptable behavior and
subsequently become identified as “abnormal,” victimized by inflexible expectations and
intolerant stereotypes. Shelley’s Creature therefore serves as the denotation to the
unrepresentable and the unknowable. It is only when we look at her narrative with postmodern
eyes that we can outline how her text challenges cultural signifiers and underscores the social
limitations of othering.
Through the literary depiction of Frankenstein’s Creature, the orientalisation of the
monster emboldens the fear we have of the Other, and increases our aversion to cultural
difference. It is through the postmodern lens that a redefining of cultural categories takes form,
whereby previous distorted representations of minority groups that are translated into literature
can be looked at again. A re-examination of traditional texts, such as F
 rankenstein, is
constructive in its reinterpretation of the cultural identities, revealing the restricted limits of
vision and perspective, as well as subjectivity in relation to encounters with Otherness and
alterity. Modern theoretical research on this text explores new translations of the Other and
present Frankenstein’s Creature as an example to deconstruct the social paradigms of cultural
difference. Conducive to this postmodern framework, the French theorist Jacques Lacan also
facilitates an understanding of our choice to monster the Other, and how unknown and
unfamiliar subjects are seen as “the stain” within the cultural sphere. Lacan’s investigation into
the Other as an unknowable “x” demonstrates how an unfathomable subject of alterity
maintains a proximity to the self. In this case, a subject that is deeply connected to human
nature but has been pushed to the margins of society, seen only as a threatening external entity.
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Examining the Creature as the oriental Other, the monster is seen as a being one who
emanates fear because of its difference and unknown identity. Society is influenced by
stereotypical illusions when encountering any social group that exists outside the dominant
collective. According to Stephen T. Asma: “an action or a person or a thing is monstrous when it
can’t be processed by rationality, and when we cannot relate to the emotional range involved”
(10). The complexity of the monster in narrative terms exceeds rationality and obstructs our full
reading of the text. Frankenstein’s monster is viewed as the distorted anamorphic stain, where
society determines its relationship to the Other as “an encounter with the exhaustion and
collapse of representation” (Dorrian 106). The monster is often seen as difficult subject matter
because it brings unrelenting ambiguity to the representational field. This link between the
monster and the complexities of reality sets the monster up as a metaphor to correspond to the
social fears and anxieties towards the cultural Other or to additional correlations of the
unknown. Its position as deviant outcast is needed to preserve the moral standard of human
beings and anything that descends below the acceptable criterion can be projected onto the
monster and expelled to the margins.
A re-examination of Shelley’s monster as Other can assist in unmasking previous blind
spots in the contextual dominions. The disfigured identity she creates is disallowed integration
into accepted orders of thought and is consequently rejected by the majority. Throughout his
teachings, Jacques Lacan regularly utilizes the terms “other” (with a lower-case o) and “Other”
(with a capital O). T
 he little other is the other who is not really other but is a reflection and
projection of the Ego. The capital-O Other refers to two additional types of otherness
corresponding to the registers of the Symbolic and the Real. It designates radical alterity that
cannot be identified. The Creature is manifestation of attitudes to the foreign Other or the
unknown immigrant, essentially set up as a distortion, a fragment of the ideal, an aversion to the
natural. The Creature is entrapped in an inescapable cycle of semiotics and stereotypes that
allows no happy ending for the pitiful Creature. Th
 e act of discrimination and othering that is
performed on this character becomes a tool for redirecting blame and locating notions of
alterity away from the self. Essentially a form of abuse, it implies a denial of likeness between
Self and Other such that a barrier is put in place between the two. These discriminatory remarks
classify the Other as a subject so far removed from humanity that sympathetic identification is
rendered impossible. This desire to classify and categorize is a basic human impulse that
dominates the world today, preventing a transformation in understanding of difference. Even
the word “define” comes from the Latin word “definire,” which means “set bounds to” (Williams
25). Therefore, we set bounds to any authentic understanding of the Other because we try to
adapt the subject to a socially conditioned illusion that is simply recognizable to us.
Where monsters are often seen as adversaries, Stephen T. Asma chooses to deconstruct
this familiar perspective and introduces the concept of the “accidental monster.” His research
underscores that monsters are not intuitively immoral, but that external influences turn them
toward malevolence. It is not the fault of the Creature himself from turning down a path of
darkness; rather it is “the failure of Victor Frankenstein and society generally to provide a space
for him in the human family that turns the creature into a monster” (11). It is consequent of
society’s prejudiced stance and perspective that disallows the outsider to enter the realm of
cultural norms. Mary Shelley’s Creature is a prime example of a shunned identity being forced
into the role of monster. On the basis of our understandings of monstrosity, an analysis can be
made of the official practices of exclusion and marginalisation of social elements.
Frankenstein’s monster establishes a pretext for discerning the mechanisms in which the Other
is marginalized, their basal needs being neglected. T
 he Creature “is the howling embodiment of
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loss” (Grand 137), existing at the very apex of loneliness. The monster therefore exists as the
cultural Other, as a victim of society, forced to the margins because of its failure to be
categorized. T
 he status of the Creature being seen as aggressor no longer is sufficient to
completely explain his actions, as the lack of nurture in his life can be seen as a catalyst that
fuels his revenge filled actions. The condition of “Otherness” results in the subject being
alienated from the center of society and being placed at the margins of inclusiveness and
acceptance. Shelley ends her narrative of the Creature asking the question “Am I to be thought
the only criminal, when all humankind sinned against me?” (213). S
 helley shines a very dark
light on humanity and its interaction with the Other. He asks of his suffering to Victor:
but I am rather the fallen angel, whom thou drivest from joy for no misdeed. Everywhere I see
bliss, from which I alone am irrevocably excluded. I was benevolent and good; misery made me a
fiend. Make me happy, and I shall again be virtuous. (95)
The Creature’s reference to himself here as a “fallen angel” demonstrates how the monster is
not entirely impure; rather, he is just a damaged being, seeking acceptance. He outlines that he
has committed no crime or evil “misdeed,” and yet society condemns him because biased
preoccupations with the monster hint at a potential for evil. The Creature, being shunned by
humans, starts to believe he is the monstrous Other and must act as such. The basis of the
“accidental monster” both subverts and undermines the notions of innocence, redefining
locations of moral legibility
Society chooses to keep the Other in the position as monster, or the unreadable
anamorphic stain, so that they can manipulate and control the gaze of the spectator and prevent
understanding of notions of otherness and alterity. Frankenstein’s Creature is never given
control over his own body because he is not given the appropriate knowledge by his creator.
When Victor Frankenstein first encounters his creation, the monster “muttered some
inarticulate sounds, while a grin wrinkled his cheeks. He might have spoken, but I did not hear;
one hand was stretched out” (56). Uneducated in the beginning of the novel, the muteness of the
monster closes off the possibilities of meaning. The marginal voice of the monster compensates
for the ideological distortion. The justification behind demonising a being without a voice is
rooted in primitive instinct that sees one who lacks linguistic control as more animal controlled
by instinct rather than human disciplined by intellect. As the text develops, Shelley complicates
our engagement with the monster by providing him with intellect and speech. We see the
potential for intellect and emotion within the animated corpse, so that the reader finds it more
difficult to persecute his existence. No longer is good and evil a distinct binary, but
Frankenstein’s creation transgresses conventional understandings and blurs rigid boundaries.
In agreement with Bissonette, “a monster is inherently a thing of contradiction” (117),
something that we see unnatural because we are confused about whether to sympathize or
despise its Otherness and alterity.
Without the words of the monster providing the skewed perspective, the reader would
permanently be confined to the subjective view of the “Other.” M
 ichael Booth confirms that the
Creature is falsely misrepresented and is in fact the victim of cruelty rather than being the
instigator of harm. The articulation of this character reveals that he will always be the
“sympathetic figure with a terrible and mysterious past who is meant to evoke great pity” (71).
Where traditional representations of the Creature often depict him as a dark shadowy monster,
far removed from the human race, the monster’s perspective shows an innocence and
vulnerability.
Shelley looks to the margins of society, attempting to voice the oppressed and
deligitimatized. Placing a magnified lens on the acts of monstering the Other and the
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dislikeable aspects of humanity will show how observations of the cultural Other are rendered
incomplete, as any true understanding of the Other will locate them outside the realm of
unknowable and unfamiliar, making the subject harder to dehumanize and marginalize. The
boundaries between human and monster, Self and Other, become less distinct. In the context of
monster studies, manifestations of the monster as the cultural Other places emphasis on the
ongoing debates in the humanities and social sciences regarding cultural difference. Literature
in this area provides the reader with tools to “delineate” that which they do not understand and
helps pave the way for acceptance of identities that sit outside the realm of normative behavior.

Journal of South Texas English Studies 7.2 (2018)

48

Works Cited
Asma, Stephen T. On Monsters: An Unnatural History of Our Worst Fears. Oxford UP, 2011.
Baumann, Gerd and André Gingrich. G
 rammars of Identity/alterity: A Structural Approach,
Berghahn Books, 2005.
Bissonette, Melissa Bloom. “Teaching the Monster: Frankenstein and Critical Thinking.”
College Literature, vol. 37, no.3, Spring 2010, pp. 106-120.
Booth, Michael R. E
 nglish Melodrama. Jenkins, 1965.
Dorrian, Mark. “Of Skulls and Stealth: Reflections of the Image of the New Military
Technology.” Journal of Narrative Theory, vol. 33, no. 1, Winter 2003: pp. 98-111.
Grand, Sue. T
 he Reproduction of Evil: A Clinical and Cultural Perspective. The Analytic Press, 2013.
Shelley, Mary Wollstonecraft. F
 rankenstein, or, the Modern Prometheus. Penguin, 1994.
Williams, Anne. Art of Darkness: A Poetics of Gothic. U of Chicago P, 1995.

Journal of South Texas English Studies 7.2 (2018)

49

